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Thursday 5 March 2009

Debate: supporting women and families through the downturn and building a strong and fair economy for the future.

Introduction

Working Families welcomes this debate and the opportunity to consider the impact of the recession on families and women in work.   Evidence from our free legal helpline suggests that downturn is leading to a rise in discrimination against women, particularly those who are pregnant or on maternity leave.   Some employers are showing a blatant disregard for following fair procedures when it comes to redundancy, flexible working and maternity issues.

The choice between supporting families or business in a downturn is a false one.  We are delighted that the Government is pressing ahead with the extension of flexible working rights in April 2009 and argue (below) that this is good for business and good for families.  Similarly the introduction of policies which allow fathers as well as mothers to take time out of the workplace for families are crucial:  in hard economic times families need to make choices depending on their financial circumstances.  Equality and fairness are not just for the good times, and the actions the Government takes now will determine the future for families when the upturn comes.   
Working Families is the UK’s leading work life balance charity.  We run a free legal helpline and receive around 6,000 calls a year from parents and carers seeking advice on employment and benefits issues.  We also work with employers to create family friendly workplaces and research the business case for flexible working.

Discrimination issues on the rise
In 2005 the Equal Opportunities Commission noted that 30,000 women per year were forced out of their jobs in the UK as a result of pregnancy or maternity.  As the economic climate has worsened, we have seen a rise in calls to our helpline about pregnancy and maternity discrimination and sex discrimination in the workplace.  

Being dismissed or made redundant for a reason connected to pregnancy, childbirth or maternity leave is automatically unfair.  We have examples both of blatant discrimination and of employers undermining the spirit of the legislative protections.  

A caller on maternity leave was informed weeks after her colleagues about a potential redundancy situation and found that she had to apply for the available jobs in a much shorter timescale. 

A caller on maternity leave gave the required eight weeks’ notice to return to work before her 52 weeks of leave came to an end.  Her employer refused to accept this and said she must take the full maternity leave “due to the economic climate”.

A young lone parent was told by her employer that maternity leave had been abolished and she should take two weeks of annual leave for the birth.

A woman with an excellent health record over 16 years was disciplined for taking time off work due to pregnancy related anaemia.

A hairdresser had her working hours reduced as soon as she told her employer she was pregnant.
In difficult economic times, when alternative employment becomes more scarce and where there is no guarantee that an employer in financial difficulty will be able to pay out, women are less likely to challenge discrimination.    
Childcare, tax credits and SMP complications in redundancy situations
The impact of redundancy is far reaching.  The cost of childcare is expensive, but families who give up a childcare place may find returning to work more difficult.  Calculating tax credits is complex when one partner is made redundant.  There is provision to give HMRC a revised estimate of current tax year income, but callers recognise that such estimates are uncertain and are worried overpayment.
A caller on maternity leave with her first child was being made redundant and asked for advice on her tax credit claim.  Calculations based on the previous year’s income – when both partners were in full time work- would result in a low award.  However, the caller did not want to make a current year estimate in case she had to pay back an overpayment.  As a result the family may face real hardship at the time of the new baby’s arrival.

We have also had calls from women who have had their SMP payments stopped because their employer has gone into liquidation.   When a company is wound up, SMP is not counted as a debt to the employee, and a separate claim has to be made to HMRC.  Working Families has raised concerns with the Government that the process of making such claims is unclear and can take several months to process.  In the meantime, women are left without an income during maternity leave.

A need for more choice for families


Seventy per cent of women are in work in the UK, including 68 per cent of all mothers.  However, many women are working well below their potential in part time and low paid jobs.   When women return to work after childbirth, the majority switch to part time employment but this often results in “occupational downgrading”.  Almost half of women professionals who downgrade move into jobs where the average employee does not need A levels. The gender pay gap currently stands at 17 per cent for full time and 36 per cent for part time workers.  

At the same time, fathers in the UK work longer hours than men without children with a third of fathers working more than 50 hours a week.  Professor Cary Cooper notes “consistently working long hours is likely to affect your health adversely as well as your productivity.”

At a time of economic hardship, the UK economy needs to maximise the pool of skills and talents available.  Individual families facing the redundancy of one partner urgently need to maximise their income.  We need more quality part time and flexible jobs to ensure that women and men can find jobs that fit with their caring responsibilities.  We would also like to see the swift introduction of an extended period of paternity leave for fathers.  Additional Paternity Leave (APL) and Pay was included in the Work and Families Act 2006 but has yet to be implemented.  This means that families with new babies cannot yet choose who should take the time out of the workplace to provide care.  This entrenches current gender inequalities, and means that families where the mother is the main breadwinner (which is the case in 29 per cent of households) cannot benefit from transferring leave and pay to the father.
The costs of implementing APL are minimal, and the initial take-up is projected to be small.  However, the benefits are potentially great and could lead to a significant cultural change in the workplace.   Employers will have to stop regarding women of childbearing age as a costly burden, and start seeing both parents as potentially needing time off for families. The Government acknowledged when consulting on APL that it would enhance child welfare, give fathers the opportunity to take time off work to care for their baby, provide both parents with more flexibility over childcare, enable mothers to return to work earlier and support mothers’ future career development.  

We also suggest that it will lead to a decrease in discrimination against mothers, and help address the gender pay gap. There is also a growing body of evidence that fathers who are involved in the early years are more likely to remain engaged with their child, and that fathers’ involvement leads to better educational outcomes and improved social and emotional development for children.  The current two weeks of paternity leave is inadequate to support this involvement.  However, improving child welfare and educational attainment will have a lasting impact on the economic wellbeing of the family, and of wider society.
The value of flexible working

The Government has agreed to extend the right to request flexible working to parents of all children under 16 years old from 6 April 2009.  While some employers have expressed concerns about the costs of change, the statistics show that the benefits to businesses outweigh the costs
.  Research has demonstrated that flexible workers save their employers in terms of recruitment, absenteeism and sickness costs, and our most recent research shows a positive link between flexible working and performance
. In challenging times employers should be looking to maximise performance.  It is important to note that a right to request may be refused on business grounds, and that there is no right to have flexible working.
Flexible working is vital for business survival and long term success. Many employers are successfully implementing flexible working arrangements to reduce costs without reducing headcount, thereby retaining talented staff.  Redundancy arrangements can be expensive and have a knock on future cost of recruitment when the upturn comes.  
Flexible working is vital to families, enabling them to balance their working and caring commitments and spend valuable time with children or relatives needing care.  Exemplar employers already offer flexible working to all their employees, recognising that work life balance is valuable to everyone, and preventing a “backlash” against parents in their workplaces.
Conclusion
The economic downturn means challenging times for women and families.  Every effort must be taken to ensure that issues of discrimination are tackled and to accelerate progress towards gender equality in the workplace.  Good employers treat their workers fairly, and will reap the benefits long term. The benefits of flexible working are well understood for business and for families, and many employers are making use of flexible alternatives to redundancies to retain their talented workers, ready for the upturn.  

The Government is right to press ahead with the extension of flexible working and should also take further measures to increase the choices available to families.  Introducing more paternity leave for fathers is one such measure, as it will help deliver the long term cultural change necessary for a fair future.  A strong economy is one that is able to maximise the use of all employees’ skills.  There is an opportunity to use the downturn to rethink the world of work, and tackle job design.  Welfare reform measures to increase employment participation in the future will only work if there are family-shaped jobs for parents to enter.  We should capitalise on the fact that more flexible and part time jobs are being made available to deliver permanent change.
Further information from Working Families on 020 7253 7243 www.workingfamilies.org.uk
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� TUC press release 27.2.09


� The Regulatory Impact Assessment accompanying the consultation on the Walsh Review on Flexible Working showed that the £69m annual costs of extending the right to request to parents of children under 16 would be outweighed by benefits of £91m. BERR 2008.


� Working Families and Cranfield University School of Management: Flexible Working and Performance Summary of Research 2008.
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